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Abstract
The 2021 mayoral election for the City of Buffalo, New York was unprecedented in the
city’s history. That year’s Democratic Primary saw India Walton, a union-backed
progressive upstart, upset the incumbent Mayor Byron Brown. Brown, having served
in consecutive terms since 2005, promptly embarked on a write-in campaign. His
rhetoric during the campaign echoed fears of moderates and conservatives towards
criminal justice reform and economic equity. In the general election, Brown pulled off
an unprecedented write-in victory over Walton. This research will examine the
circumstances of this election, by analyzing factors that made each candidate’s
campaign successful. Data on election results will be sourced from the Erie County
Board of Elections, and data on racial composition of the city, by tract, will be sourced
from 2020 U.S. Census Bureau. The research will find that while Walton benefited
from strong mobilization of votes in the primary, Brown was able to succeed in
mobilizing the white mail-in vote.

Data and Methods
Background research on the context of the election will be conducted using textual analysis of news
reports and campaign platforms for each candidate. This will be used to interpret the results of the
quantitative analyses. Data on primary and general election results will be sourced from the Erie
County Board of Elections. Data will be inputted into ArcGIS Pro at a district level. Census data will be
utilized to understand the distribution of race in the city and compare with election results. All data will
be displayed in a quantile distribution model. Hispanic and Asian demographics will be excluded due to
unreliable data. Election result data will be analyzed in total vote, normalized to opponent votes to
create an index value to compare. This will be compared with factors such as total turnout and mail-in
voting.

The Candidates

Mayor Byron Brown (D) has held office in the
City of Buffalo since 2005. In this time, he
cemented his legacy as an establishment
democrat, following moderate policy and
attempting to govern to broad appeal. In the
wake of the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests,
the City of Buffalo came under fire for an
incident involving the critical injuring of a
peaceful protester. The incident reached
national news, as it showed officers of the
Buffalo Police Department pushing the 75-yearold man to the ground, leaving him unconscious
and bleeding from the head. The Brown
administration faced significant pressure to
enact sweeping changes from the progressive
portion of Democratic Party. When he denied
such proposals, questions began to be raised
regarding the Brown administration’s longevity
in the progressive-projected city. Despite having
a population that is 47.1% white and 36%
black, Buffalo is segregated by district
boundaries (figure 1). Critics point out that
during Brown’s administration, these issues,
and other race-disparities have worsened.
Figure 1

India Walton (D)

Byron Brown (D)

Walton, a self-described democratic socialist,
has roots in the Masten and Niagara districts.
She was born in the Masten district, in the
Fruit Belt neighborhood, where she later
became the head of the neighborhood land
trust. She attended school high school in the
Niagara district before dropping out to take
care of her newborn child. After gaining her
GED, she became a nurse, where she noticed
racial disparities in access to healthcare
across the city. She became head of the
nurse’s union and led community action
groups to begin to mend these disparities.
Following the death of George Floyd, she
pledged her candidacy to the office of Mayor
of the City of Buffalo. Her platform was based
in police reform and social equity.

Byron brown was born in Queens, NY
and became involved with Buffalo politics
after studying at Buffalo State College.
Following a career for County and State
assemblies, he ran for Mayor of Buffalo in
2005. His administration has been
marked by rising crime rates, and the
revitalization of the South District and
Ellicott District in the “Billion to Buffalo”
initiative by the state. Critics of this
dealing argued that it put business above
people and took funds away from needed
government programs. Brown’s
campaign targeted Walton as anti-police
and pro-tax raises, which further solidified
his appeal to the moderate and
conservative voter.
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The Walton vote favored high turnout, suggesting strong mobilization
of voting base

B. Brown favors turnout, further strengthened by mail-in voting
performance.

Primary Election Results
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Brown

Walton

Delaware

1645

3000*

Ellicott

1808

1916

Fillmore

862

624

Lovejoy

1286*

605

Masten

1849

1319

Niagara

650

1739*

North

634

596

South

1244

730

University

1286

1186

Total

9978

6976
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Analysis

General Election Results

Analysis

Brown

The Democratic Primary Election held only the two candidates with statistically significant
vote tally, being Walton and Brown. Brown, who relied on name recognition and the
power of the incumbency to carry him to a primary victory, was decisively rejected by the
Buffalo voter base. Walton scored significantly in the Niagara and Delaware districts
where she more than doubled votes compared to Brown (figure 2). When considering
total turnout (figure 3), there was also significant turnout in districts that were
predominantly low-income, black communities (figure 1), suggesting that Walton gained
support for her community organization background. Her strong performance in the
Delaware suggests support among affluent progressives who reside heavily in this
district, further suggesting the mobilization of a progressive-leaning voting base. Where
Brown won, he won districts with significantly smaller turnout than the districts Walton
out-performed Brown in.

Walton

In Person Mail-In In Person Mail-In
Delaware

4536

2491

3666

1708

Ellicott

2067

1012

2443

744

Fillmore

2337

854

1835

639

Lovejoy

2328

917*

1377

301

Masten

1950

968

2557

729

Niagara

1984

916

2613

1090

North

2494*

938*

1283

403

South

4840*

2831*

1088

403

University

2309

1288

2397

842

Totals

24845

12215

19259

6859

The results of the general election show a clear wakening
of the moderate and conservative voter in the City. While
turnout remained high in the Delaware and Ellicott Districts
(figures 3 and 6), the turnout in the University and South
Districts decisively determined the vote. Brown was
successful in flipping the Delaware district and made-up
significant ground in the Ellicott district. In the South, he
outscored Walton 5.5 to 1, with much of this disparity
caused by high rates of mail-in voting (figure 7).This
provided him with a significant gap and allowed him to win
decisively 37,060 to 26,118. The voter turnout (figure 6)
similarly tracts with the distribution of white prominence in
the city (figure 1) suggesting that the motivating factor in
this election, contextualized with the rhetorical points and
campaigning of the election cycle, was moderate and
conservative white fear of progressive policy.

This election was defined by
turnout. In the primary election, the
mobilized Walton base, seeking
fundamental change came out in
support, while the Brown campaign
hoped to coast to victory. Following
his loss, Brown needed to appeal to
the non-progressive liberal and
conservative voter base, which he
found in the periphery. He
successfully utilized fear tactics to
brand Walton as a candidate
determined to raise taxes and take
jobs from the Buffalo Police
Department. Considering the
current city council distribution, the
districts he performed strongest in
have high concentration of
moderate and conservative
representatives, suggesting this was
the voting base he was successful
in tapping into. While Buffalo is
becoming more progressive, Walton
was unable to outscore the
moderate and conservative voter
base. Her voter base showed up in
the primary, however they were
overrun in the general election,
which she surely wouldn’t have
expected. This election was the first
in Buffalo’s history to have a
candidate win on a Write-in
campaign, which Walton surely
wouldn’t have expected following
her upset primary victory.

Figure 8
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